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A DA P TIV E CA PACIT Y AN D SO CIAL C H AN G E

Introduction:
A Conceptual
Framework

Organizational
Learning and
Long-term Stability

Nancy Strichman and Fathi Marshood

I

f there is one kind of certainty for social-change nonprofits such as those
participating in the Haifa–Boston Learning Exchange, it is that they will
continually be challenged to cope with periods of instability and possible crises.
The ability to adapt to changing environments, learn from experience, and perform
in conditions of uncertainty are considered critical tools for organizations in order to
ensure sustainability. Developing this “adaptive capacity” is a particular challenge for
nonprofits at the start-up or growth phase of their organizational development, as are
many of the Haifa–Boston Learning Exchange participants. This discussion presents a
conceptual framework for adaptive capacity.

Introduction
Especially in today’s environment, the capacity of organizations to learn is considered
crucial for ensuring long-term organizational stability and productivity.1 Adaptive
capacity essential for nonprofits to achieve their mission, requires nonprofits to act
as learning organizations and collectively gain insights from their experiences and
surrounding environment in order to enhance organizational performance.2 For
organizations to learn, individuals have to learn.3 Continual scans of the environment,
systematic reflection around goals, and a culture of collaboration and trust are
essential elements to support individual learning and organizational learning.4
Indeed, among the four core organizational capacities that are considered critical
for nonprofits: adaptive capacity, leadership capacity, management capacity, and
technical capacity, adaptive capacity is considered by many as the most vital.5 Efforts
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such as the Haifa–Boston Learning Exchange, which encourage nonprofit leaders to
collectively reflect on their work and to strengthen community networks, offer vital
opportunities to build organizational adaptive capacity.
In considering the theoretical model for adaptive capacity, we should keep in mind
that the demands on an organization and its capacity to respond will vary depending
on the nonprofit’s stage of organizational life.6 Nonprofits at the start up or growth
phase face a particular set of challenges in maintaining their adaptive capacity. Based
on recent research on the topic, including specifically on Haifa-based social-change
nonprofits, we can consider in this discussion the ability of emerging social-change
nonprofits to improve their adaptive capacity within the context of their particular
stage of organizational development.

Adaptive Capacity: A Theoretical Background
The concept of adaptive capacity draws upon research on nonprofit capacity building,
organizational learning, and knowledge management.7 The table below presents
five key dimensions of adaptive capacity. It is worth noting that the dimensions are
interrelated, overlapping, and serve to strengthen one other.
Five Key Dimensions of Adaptive Capacity8

Description of Concepts

Shared Vision

• Creating shared understanding, collectively building a shared
purpose. Staff involved insetting, owning, and implementing a
joint vision.
• Organizational vision integrated with personal vision. Understanding
how job tasks fulfill organizational goals.
• Articulated learning strategy and investment in long-term planning.

Inquisitiveness/
Openness

• Embracing dissension and diversity of perspectives. Willingness to
question underlying assumptions and accepted wisdom.
• Rewarding curiosity, risk taking, and experimentation. A marketplace
for new ideas with a participatory style of decision making.
• Nurturing a safe environment for failure. Learning collectively
from past mistakes. Discussions focus not only on success or
noncritical problems.
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Evaluative
Thinking/
Systems
Thinking

• Understanding interdependence of different parts of organization.
• Recognizing patterns of change/ Addressing underlying causes of
events/ Acknowledging the nature of unpredictability.
• An “appetite for inquiry”: seek out data and information in order to
learn, and then apply and share the knowledge.
• Data collection, learning, and knowledge development are an
essential, organization-wide effort. Evaluative activities are considered
as a tool for learning and improving performance.

Social Capital

• Creating an environment of trust among staff. Ensuring that
organizational policies nurture trust.
• Encouraging group dialogue, communication, and collective
reflection. Signaling the importance of knowledge sharing and
importance of reciprocity. Rewarding group success, not just
individual. Expectation of staff to work together.
• Creating opportunities for interaction (providing both time and
space). Supporting the creation of social networks.

External Focus/
Network
Connectedness

• Awareness of interdependence with surrounding environment.
“Sufficiently porous” to information and ideas, and locates resources
and capacities from outside of organization.
• Understanding of potential to create systematic change through
strategic alliances and joint efforts with other organizations.
Construction of partnerships or affiliations with other organizations
and colleagues.
• Understanding needs of clients or other organizational stakeholders.

Opportunities and Challenges to Adaptive Capacity
Based primarily on our research study of Haifa-based social-change organizations,
the following discussion highlights selected issues facing social-change nonprofits
in strengthening their adaptive capacity at an early or growth stage of development:
(a) defining a niche, (b) coping with growth, and (c) developing an organizational
approach. The discussion explores growing pains of nonprofits, which can usually be
anticipated and viewed as part of the normal process of organizational development.

Defining a Niche9
As we learned from research on social-change nonprofits in Haifa in particular, there
is great motivation and commitment of the staff to the organizational mission. Part
of a relatively new social-change community in Israel, a significant percentage of
the current staff in the research sample are some of the founders who often worked
for years as volunteers prior to the official establishment of their nonprofits. This
dedication to the organizational vision among the staff is also accompanied by a keen
sense of immediacy and urgency about their work. Operating in the highly volatile
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Israeli social-political context, the staffs of these nonprofits have to remain motivated
and committed to their organizational vision. Indeed, the majority of the nonprofits
in the sample enjoy an important characteristic of learning organizations — personal
fulfillment and professional fulfillment are intertwined.
Yet while there may be strong consensus on the organizational vision, it is
uncertain as to what degree nonprofits are able to successfully map an organizational
strategy or provide sufficient clarity regarding the specific organizational goals. For
example, staff members from two different organizations voiced their concern:
We need to match our strategies for each goal. It is very difficult for us to
connect the goals of the organization with the investment of time and to
understand that if we do A, it will lead to B, which will lead to C.

And,
We need to spend more time planning and not just advance by inertia. If we
are not pushed by a dilemma, then we do not ask if our strategy is right or
wrong. We have too many missions. It is like we are standing there holding
our finger in a hole in the dam.

As many of these nonprofits continue to grow, they are carefully defining their
organizational niche as they struggle to fully align the organization’s vision, strategy, and
capacities. A particular difficulty that we have often heard articulated by staff members
of various nonprofits is the ongoing dilemma of matching their strategy to their vision in
the midst of growth. Especially for many of these nonprofits that are struggling to secure
funding and gain public legitimacy, it requires a great deal of discipline to resist being
diverted from their core mission. Indeed, it is precisely during the growth phase that
organizations define their distinctive competence; “it becomes a nonprofits’ edge and
provides a distinguishing factor for internal pride and external support.”10
Nonprofits, especially those in the early stages of development, must concern
themselves with the question of how to fit within their local environments and
the manner in which their mission, strategies, and programs distinguish them as
organizations. While no niche is “permanently secure” for nonprofits at any stage, this
process can be especially problematic for smaller and newer organizations that are
not as connected to the community as more established organizations.11 Numerous
studies, analyzing the transformation of ideologically based or activist start-up
nonprofits into established organizations, note the difficulties that can emerge as an
organization situates itself within its external environment.12 As nonprofits become
more formalized, they can find themselves struggling to keep a balance between
maintaining their grassroots connections while also working to expand and improve
services. Inter-organizational conflicts can arise regarding concerns such as the cooptation of the organization by supporters and funders, the institutionalization of
collective action, or the loss of organizational autonomy that can come with greater
public support and integration into the policy-making process.13 For example, in order
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to work with governmental organizations and forge relations with other nonprofits
and agencies, nonprofits may be pressured to channel their work into issues with more
mainstream appeal and change their advocacy tactics.14 These are certainly salient
issues for the social-change nonprofits, including those participating in the Haifa–
Boston Learning Exchange, many of whom are working to empower disenfranchised
populations and engage in different types of advocacy and collective action.15

Coping With Growth
The intimate and informal nature that characterized the establishment phase of
many of the nonprofits we studied is slowly being transformed, either intentionally
or unintentionally, in order to cope with growth. As explained by a staff member of
one nonprofit:
We are now moving from ad hoc procedures that were based on ideology and
commitment into one that has established roles, and yet at the same time
allows flexibility.

In the midst of growth, nonprofits are often searching for a balance between an
organizational culture that prizes informality and openness with the need to
develop systems and procedures that can maximize performance. Indeed, while
organizational growth should ideally be planned and carefully managed, it can
often occur without an accompanying strategy and place a significant strain on the
capacities of a nonprofit. Rapid growth, often sparked by a sudden influx of resources
(i.e., big money), can actually pose a threat to the long-term sustainability of an
organization.16 We often see that nonprofits at this stage tend to find themselves in
the process of gauging their current limitations and deciding how to pace their rate
of growth. The establishment of an organizational infrastructure that can provide
stability and enhance learning becomes essential for ensuring their adaptive capacity.
Yet maintaining this balance can be especially challenging, as one staff member
noted: “We are a small organization doing big things. And you can lose important
things when trying to be big.”
Numerous studies have addressed the difficulty that organizations with political
and social change goals face in establishing formal nonprofits. The process of
formalization, where the organization becomes more professionalized and adds
new services and staff positions, generally creates the need for more complex
administrative systems and a more hierarchical nature of information sharing.17 As
the organizational structures and decision-making processes undergo transformation,
the original network of relations begins inevitably to change and volunteers or staff
members may begin to lose their “sense of place.”18 Staff members who enjoyed the
informality and frequent chaos of the start up phase can encounter difficulties when
organizational life becomes more routinized, and they are subsequently required to
deal with seemingly mundane issues such as filing systems, personnel policies, and
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regular staff meetings.19 We sometimes see that there can also be a resistance by staff
members to the creation of a more formalized hierarchy and the introduction of new
administrative responsibilities (e.g., staff may feel that they are losing some of their
autonomy or may resist newly implemented reporting routines).20
The process of formalization during the growth phase for a nonprofit can be
especially relevant for maintaining adaptive capacity. While enjoying very strong
value systems, we see that many nonprofits do not necessarily have the history of
a reporting culture among the staff. Staff members, after years of operating in a
work environment that was “volunteer-oriented,” are now being held much more
accountable for gathering data, documenting their experiences, and sharing their
learnings; for example, knowledge exchange that may have taken place informally
is slowly being replaced by office memos, e-mail updates, and performance reports.
Nonprofits can frequently find themselves challenged to put systems in place, and to
provide time and space for their growing staff to share knowledge, learn collectively,
and work in cooperation. With minimal resources to invest in skill development,
reward staff performance or provide monetary incentives for staff to engage in
activities that may enhance organizational learning, these nonprofits have to be
especially strategic in developing a shared understanding of what knowledge is
needed to successfully pursue the organization’s strategic goals.

Developing an Organizational Culture and Approach
As indicated in our research findings on social change nonprofits based in Haifa,
social capital provides a sense of stability and connection among the staff members
to their respective organizations. The work is quite difficult, often unpredictable, and
the road can be rather bumpy; as one staff member cited the expression in Arabic,
“one day is honey, one day is onion.” The nonprofits in the sample are generally
characterized as collaborative work environments that enable open dialogue and
feedback. The majority of the nonprofits, many of whose stated goal is to create
a more just and democratic society, are conscious of linking their organizational
values to their organizational management style. They are purposeful about
creating an organizational culture that mirrors the values that they espouse to the
outside. Overall, staff members indicate that the organization leadership employs
a participatory model of decision making and that they generally feel comfortable
asking questions, offering alternatives, and conveying information that may
contradict current practices or beliefs, key indicators of an organizational culture that
nurtures adaptive capacity.
It is during the growth phase in a nonprofit’s development that it becomes “less
dependent on individuals and more method oriented,” establishing a culture and an
approach that distinguish it as an organization.21 Indeed, what is unique about emerging
nonprofits is that “there are no precedents”; during the early stages the organization
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must establish procedures, routines, and systems for the first time.22 We often see that
nonprofits, as they undergo a process of transformation and growth, need to develop
an organizational style that balances participatory decision-making structures and
collaborative work environments with an effective organizational infrastructure.
As discussed earlier, organizational growth is generally accompanied by
developments such as an increase in staff size and a more formalized management
structure. When a nonprofit strengthens its management capacity, a casual division
of labor is gradually replaced with a greater hierarchical structure (i.e., previously
volunteer-based organizations add paid staff and board members, job descriptions
become specialized, systematic processes for staff orientation and staff training are
implemented).23 As nonprofits develop their particular culture and organizational
routines, the organization becomes more dependent on “positions and less
dependent on individual people,”24 It is during this transitional time that individual
contributions become more “interchangeable.”25 A sense of uncertainty can pervade
the organization, creating tensions between volunteers and staff or between the first
stage, entrepreneurial staff and the second stage, professional staff.26 For example,
staff and volunteers may be reluctant to welcome new specialized staff members, or
have their job roles reallocated and their responsibilities changed.
As noted earlier, nonprofits such as those in our research are generally characterized
by collaborative work environments and high levels of social capital. Organizations with
this type of organizational culture tend to be reasonably well-equipped to manage the
complex transition of an organization defined by its people to an organization being
defined by its organizational approach. As these nonprofits decide how to balance the
formalization process with their participatory management styles, they will need to
determine the role that ideology plays in organizational transformation, especially
because they tend to be very conscious of linking their organizational values to their
organizational structure. Research studies on feminist organizations, for example,
highlight this challenge and the need for the nonprofit to reconcile its priorities for
growth and its ideological commitment to the equitable distribution of power.27
Certainly nonprofits that we see, including feminist organizations, are coping with these
issues as they figure out their organizational direction.28

Conclusion
Light discusses fundamental questions that all nonprofits should ask when they
are establishing themselves: “How will we make a difference? Who does what in the
organization? Why do we exist? How will we know we are successful, if we are?”29 As
we see in the development of the Haifa–Boston Learning Exchange, efforts to create
opportunities for reflection on critical organizational questions and issues can provide
essential support to nonprofit leadership. These types of efforts can provide a model
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for building networks for learning as well as for shared cooperation in promoting
goals. Opportunities such as the Learning Exchange should be expanded to help
strengthen the adaptive capacities of social-change organizations as they grow and
evolve to better enable them to contribute to the creation of a civil society in both the
United States and Israel.
•
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